anywhere, thanks to the efforts of Mara Thacker, a South Asian Studies Librarian, who travels to India, and will be going to Bangladesh soon, on buying trips. One of the things Mara has told me is that there are Indian scholars who are coming to Illinois to use our Indian and South Asian comics collection.
Because there are no libraries in India that have these materials, scholars are coming to the US to use their own national cultural heritage materials. At the University of Michigan, librarian Dave Carter has been building a specialized collection focusing on mini comics and small press comics, which are typically do-it-yourself low print run materials. They're things that are not easily found from book jobbers. And These are all tools that I wish I had 20 years ago. And of course, there is now decent support from jobbers like Ingram to help libraries add comics to their collections, something that was unimaginable until the last decade. Booklist, Choice and other review journals recommend comics and comics-adjacent materials; H.W. Wilson has come out with a collection guide for comics and graphic novels, and comics distributor Diamond has a dedicated librarian website and magazine. Now I would also be remiss not to mention the Library of Congress, which, as the US copyright depository institution, has the largest publicly accessible collection of comics in the world, along with a collection of original comics art. If you ever find yourself in Washington, DC, I recommend that you make an appointment with Sara W. Duke or Georgia Higley to take a look at some of the beautiful things they have. In the last few years, they've also been working to collect materials from creators at Maryland Small Press Expo or XPS.
And I think that, with Dr. Carla Hayden at the helm, comics will have an increasingly bright future at the LC.
As libraries have built out their comics collections, their institutions' academic courses have also begun to include comics in classes, or comics as a focus of classes. Back at my home institution, University of Illinois, one can find comics-related content in courses from gender and women's studies; comparative literature and rhetoric, education, East Asian languages and cultures, history, art history, art and design, and, of course, in my home department, Library and Information Science. This is part two of my origin story. At Illinois I'm fortunate enough to get to teach two comics-focused classes. One is Comics and Libraries; I've only offered it once, although I do hope to offer it again, soon. The other, Comics Readers Advisory, is offered every spring (and sometimes during the summer) for the last 7 years and it's been filled with students each time I've taught it. It draws students from across the school, students who are interested in academic librarianship, public librarianship, data science, special collections, youth services, and more. Now, not all, but many of my students have come to this class comic readers, like I am. And even though they have chosen to take a class that is clearly focused on comics, many of them still feel guilty about enjoying comics and know that in the libraries where they end up working, they may still have to justify purchasing and programming with comics. For that reason, I've started telling my students a simple truth about why comics matter. About why comics belong in libraries and it's this: Comics tell stories and communicate ideas. They are part of our cultural heritage and they have been for decades.
And yet, the first positive sustained discussion anywhere in the library world that started building the case for comics, that helped librarians understand how comics publishing works, that dealt with descriptive issues --that conversation only happened 20 years ago in the pages of Serials Review. 1 wants is an argument often heard, yet it is also been pointed out that tax supported art galleries do not feature comic strips, and municipal band concerts are not given over entirely to jazz, nor in my opinion are tax supported public libraries compelled to devote a considerable part of their energy and funds to second rate novels simply because part of the tax paying public want them." 2 He repeated this argument a number of times, but this is my favorite instance of it.
Floppy comic books arrived on the scene in the early 1930s, and, in the first decade or so, there
were no conventions about what should appear on the pages, about what they should include, or even what they should be, or who they were for. Some publishers played with things like book reviews for kids, which often encouraged kids to go find the books at their public libraries. They included movie reviews, writing contests and even a song titles cartooning contest. But neither those features nor the introduction of original characters like Superman could keep literary critic Sterling North from complaining that comics were, "Badly drawn, badly written and badly printed-a strain on young eyes and young nervous systems-the effect of these pulp-paper night-mares is that of a violent stimulant. Their crude blacks and reds spoil the child's natural sense of color; their hypodermic injection of sex and murder make the child impatient with better, though quieter, stories." of all young people, children and teens, read comics. It didn't matter whether you were a boy or a girl, rich or poor, black or white or brown, or a young person who was housed in one of the Japanese internment camps. If you were under the age of 18, you read comics. And it wasn't that you just read an occasional issue. A lot of kids were reading, maybe, 20 to 30 different comics titles regularly, and not only that, they
were reading an equal amount of comics strips in daily newspapers. This was a lot of reading, and it wasn't just kids: More than 60% of adults read comic books, too.
Rather than working to capture some of this excitement around comic books and comic strips, many librarians actively assailed the medium. This is one of my favorite article titles: "Youth's Librarian Can Defeat Comics." Jean Gray Harker, at the point that she wrote this, was no longer a librarian although she had worked as one. 4 Now, the kids who read comics were not so likely to be juvenile delinquents, as they were, simply, to be ordinary kids. Some of them, such as Bhob Stewart, used their fascination with comics to launch self-published fanzines, which they distributed throughout the US. I got to know Bhob late in life; he died a couple years ago. When he was a teen, creating this fanzine and others, he was working with kids his age from across the country. He then went on to work in the comics business as a critic and a historian.
He reviewed comics and graphic novels for Publishers Weekly, and wrote a wonderful biography of EC comics creator Wally Wood. Bill Spicer, whose artwork was on the cover, grew up to be a comics historian. There were about two dozen kids reading this fanzine, and Bhob wasn't the only young person doing this, this was happening in communities across the country. One of the subscribers and contributors to this EC Fan Bulletin is one of my intellectual heroes, M. Thomas (Tom) Inge, who is perhaps the founder of comic studies in modern academia. A lot of these kids, whom adults worried were becoming juvenile delinquents, also took the time to write the Senate, in hopes of keeping their beloved comics safe. I found, in the National Archives, more than 400 letters with about 600 names in all, from kids ages probably 9 to 18, and some adults who wrote letters to the Senate committee, describing their love for comics and telling the Senators that they were not juvenile delinquents. They read comics because the stories were good, because the art work was good, and because there were topics and characters that they found captivating. And they begged the Senate not to restrict the sale of comics. Now, it turns out that their efforts mattered very little, because comics publishers were eager to stave off any potential government intervention, and so, they created that same year, their own editorial body to censor comics content. That body was called the Comics Code Authority, and it existed from 1954 to 2011. In order for a comic to be sold on a newsstand, (in the 1950s and '60s, the primary way of selling comics) you had to submit your artwork and story, your original pages, to the Comics Code
Authority. There, they had hired a band of retired librarians and teachers who really were little old whitehaired ladies, and who would sit in the office and stare at your pages, and then they had a little well with ink and whiteout or whatever was the equivalent of whiteout then, and you would go fix things while you were there, then eventually get the stamp of approval on your comic. That was the only way you could get a comic distributed. The only problem was, the Comics Code Authority created by the publishers, was only a segment of publishers, and so it really worked to squelch a lot of creativity in the industry. The
Comics Code Authority restricted stories that included, for instance, vampires, werewolves and zombies.
If any of you are fans of The Walk ing Dead, that story couldn't have existed in the comics in the 1950s.
You couldn't show people who were divorced, or show criminals getting away with their criminal behavior; couldn't show kids being disrespectful of civil authority, couldn't use too much slang or use profanity unless it was absolutely necessary. They didn't want to see people who had physical disabilities represented in the comics. They didn't want to see women either, really, unless they were central to the story and appropriately attired. There was a whole list of things. Over the decades when the Comics Code Authority existed, things changed in the way comics were distributed, and so, they became less relevant and also made the code less onerous over time.
But going back to 1954, we had Wertham's book that came out arguing for age restricted sales, we had federal public hearings about the evils of comics, and we had the creation of an industrywide censoring body, and all of this happened in a 6-month period. So necessarily, the ALA had something to say about all of this, right? Nothing. I looked through archives, bulletins for the ALA; the library profession, as a whole, was pretty contented to watch the contraction and restriction of the comics publishing industry from afar. I suppose that shouldn't be a surprise. In 1954, comics, which were the real best sellers for children, were almost unrepresented in the library collections. I suppose if libraries didn't collect comics, then why be concerned about them when they're threatened with restrictions and censorship? And for the next 30 years, comics largely disappeared from librarians' concerns.
Occasionally, one might find a brief article or a news note in a professional journal, suggesting, for example, that libraries could reach teens by adding comics to their collections, or providing contact information for underground comics publishers, in case your library wanted to spend 50 cents or a dollar picking up a couple of items for its collection. At some point in those intervening years, libraries began to buy books about comics. Librarians were buying stuff about comics but we weren't buying comics.
Enough so that, in 1991, Keith DeCandido wondered if perhaps librarians would eventually start spending some money on stuff that those books were written about. Wertham's specter that keeps my students, my pre-professional library students, second guessing about whether it's okay to like comics. It turns out that my work seems to be important to a lot of other folks. It's opened a lot of doors for me, professionally, to speak to other people and audiences, including folks like you, about the world of comics and it's also been a vindication of sort for other comics readers and comics creators, knowing that, maybe, they hadn't wasted their life.
I'm really happy that we are finally figuring out the whole comics in libraries thing, but at the same time, we need to recognize that we are really, really late. As robust as comic sales are today -you can't miss the hype around movies like Guardians of the Galaxy and around the new Wonder Woman movie.
Yet, even with movies and tie-ins and cross promotion, comic sales are nowhere near the unit sales there were in 1953. We have missed peak popularity. The per person sales of comics in 1953, for school age children, was about 32-33 per person, but today, it is about 3 per person. When we look at the numbers overall, we also see that sales have shrunk.
Thankfully for us, while we as a profession were busy ignoring comics and hoping that comics might just go away, some comics fans helped save us from ourselves. Comics publishers are not quite ready for library markets. However, some database publishers, such as Alexander Street Press, have been looking at doing more comics -for instance, Archie has been raised as a possibility because it's an ubiquitous part of kids' lives in the US (till the1980s or so) and is even coming back now.
A question was asked by a librarian who had bought a fair number of graphic novels to support academic courses. The ones added to the main collection started to go missing, until finally, most of the remaining ones have been assigned to special collections. Tilley's perspective (perhaps different than academic libraries going for long-term conservation and preservation) is that comics, graphic novels, are consumables and we need to be more flexible, although it is a challenge. It is true that when we get into some small press and mini comics, they're gone soon after they hit the shelves. Perhaps we as a profession could investigate the possibility of publisher-library partnerships, how we can be of assistance in preserving and making these available over time.
A cataloger commented on the balance between wanting to receive gifts and donations of comics from collectors, and the dearth of money and time to catalog them. Understanding that these are real constraints, Dr. Tilley recommended the approach that San Diego State University took, which is valuable in that they departed from conventions in cataloging, and instead, aimed at getting access out there as soon as possible. They trained student workers who were able to add up to 60 records per hour, borrowing metadata from the Grand Comics database and other sources, and using these data to augment the catalog record's traditional structure. So anything like that we can do to use alternative or new approaches, or thinking of how to provide visual displays of the covers and getting people enthusiastic that they're there, it's going to take creative effort (and funding) to move beyond where we are now.
A African-focused video games. It's not a library site but it is one of the few ways of finding out about comics and immersive storytelling coming from the African continent. We need more ways of finding out, and we still need to deal with that perception, when it comes to our foreign language collections, that comics are ephemeral stuff and not important or meaningful enough for libraries.
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